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LEVELS OF REALITY: PORTRAITURE IN AFRICAN ART 
By Jean Borgatti 
Western tradition makes use of the word "portrait 11 l to describe a wide 
range of personal images - naturalistic Roman busts and schematic Byzantine 
mosaics, early Renaissance paintings in which every wart and mole is 
delineated and eighteenth- century official depictions in which the interests 
of literal representation are subordinate to characterization. In some 
portraits, formal considerations circumscribe the literal recording of 
individual physiognomy to the extent that images are not recognizable as 
portraits without being so 
labelled as in Brancusi's 
portraits of Mlle. Pogany (see 
Plate 1) or numerous portraits by 
Picasso.2 In still other 
portraits, artists evoke the 
subject's personality through an 
assemblage of memorabilia or the 
clustering of artifacts rather 
than through recording his 
physical appearance. Arthur 
Dove, 3 for example, created ~A 
collage portraits during the 193Os  
and recently, Eleanor Antin has \_____)' 
become known for attribute 
portraits like that of Margaret 
Mead in her Eight New York Women 
(Goldin, 1975). 
The only criterion generally 
agreed upon in the discussion of 
portraiture is that a specific 
person be represented. The manner 
of representation is a matter of 
some debate. Controversy 
surrounds the interplay between 
the literal rendering of 
physiognomy and the evocation of 
the subject's personality, and the 
degree to which personality may be 
communicated by physical like-
ness. The problem is compounded 
by the role of artistic convention 
elements of style and compo-
sition, posture, gesture, dress, 
and props either to undermine 
the representation of the subject 
Plate 1. Portrait of Mlle. Pogany 
Brancusi. 
as an individual or to enhance our understanding of the subject through 
metaphoric statements about his identity. The definition of "truth" in 
portraiture changes from one era or location to another. Numerous studies 
demonstrate the clear-cut parallels between the character of the portrait 
image and contemporary views on the nature of the individual and his 
personality.4 
2 
The relative 
considering in 
representations. 
apparently true 
nature of truth in portraiture may be illustrated by 
context verist Roman busts 5 and Byzantine mosaic 
From a twentieth-century perspective, the former are 
likenesses, the latter highly conventionalized. Sheldon 
Nodelman (1975) tells us, however, that Roman verism is less 
representationally true than we might suppose. He says: 
Reflection upon veristic portraits as a class reveals such 
an insis·tent pattern of recurrence in the selection and 
handling of particular physical and characterological 
traits that all these apparently so individualized 
portraits finally look very much alike, and it becomes 
clear that we are dealing with a conventional type, whose 
properties are dictated by ideological motives and - given 
the political function of the portrait statue - by the 
intent to convey a clearly drawn and forceful polemical 
content. (27-28). 
Conversely, it may be argued that the conventionalized images of Byzantine 
and Early Christian art, informed by Neo-Platonist aesthetics, intend 
representational truth - "not, to be sure, of direct visual facts, since such 
facts were metaphysically discredited, but of an ideal, extra-sensory reality" 
(Leo Steinberg, 1972: 299). 
Another issue germaine to the nature of portraiture is 11time." James 
Breckenridge, in his study of ancient portraiture, excludes funerary images 
from his classification of portraits because of a "temporal otherness" which 
he sees as linked to their primary function which is "magical" rather than 
representational (1968: 14). 
However, "temporal otherness" - a quality based on the interpretation of 
visual characteristics - may relate less to the magical function of the images 
than to a tendency for the artist to generalize his representations in 
accordance with notions of propriety, especially in Africa. In non-literate 
societies, or in those in which literacy is limited, the visual image provides 
a concrete focus for a wide range of ideas • A generalized image permitting 
multiple interpretations may be seen as more appropriate to the cultural needs 
of these societies than one which is literally specific. Breckenridge's 
distinction between magical and representational as primary and secondary 
functions may be more pertinent a comment on modes of scholarship and thought 
in the West than on the images themselves. Not to admit the polyvalence of 
images is a characteristic of Western scholarship well-documented in the 
literature on non-Western art (Carpenter, 1969).6 
Certainly one important aspect of portraiture is its location in historic 
time. By being located in time, a portrait allows its subject to step out of 
time, to achieve a form of immortality - a direct concern of the funerary 
image. This particular "magic" - the word is used metaphorically here - was 
invoked by patrons connnissioning portraits in many times and places. Marianna 
Jenkins (1947) in her study of the state portrait in fifteenth- and 
sixteenth-century Europe states that "no matter what other means men may use 
to make their bid for immortality, the portrait remains the most direct and 
comprehensible of those offered by the artist" (1947: 3). Apparently it was 
accepted without question in sixteenth-century court circles "that one of the 
chief functions of art was to serve as a 'weapon against oblivion 111 - a notion 
for which the origins may be traced to classical sources (Jenkins, 1947: 4). 
\ 
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A more contemporary reference may be found in David Bourdon' s "Andy Warhol and 
the Society Icon": "When Holly Solomon saw her nine-panel portrait, painted 
in 1966, her first thought was 'Oh, my God, this is fabulous!, •• Long after 
I'm dead ... it will be hanging'" (1975: 42), In contrast to· Holly Solomon's 
fatuous comment are the words of an African woman spoken in regard to her 
aunt's commemorative mask. She said: "These masks give us history" (Iyawo 
Obamina, Afokpella-Okpella, May 23, 1973), 
To say that the portrait is culturally specific, that is, to say that a 
likeness or a representation of an individual acceptable as a portrait at one 
point in time or one place in the spectrum of world cultures may be less 
acceptable as such at another point 1.n time or location, is not to say 
anything novel. Gombrich made this point elegantly in Art and Illusion, 
saying: 
The correct portrait, 1 ike the useful image, is an end 
product on a long road through schema and correction. It 
is not a faithful record of a visual experience, but the 
faithful construction of a relational model. Neither the 
subjectivity of vision nor the sway of conventions need 
lead us to deny that such a model can be constructed to 
any required degree of accuracy. What is·decisive here is 
clearly the word 'required.' The form of a representation 
cannot be divorced from its purpose and the requirements 
of the society in which the given visual language gains 
currency (1972: 90). 
In looking at portraiture in the African tradition, we must do more than 
pay lip-service to the notion of cultural relativity. We must actually take 
into consideration those cultural factors which specify an image, imbuing it 
with sufficient personality or individuality for it to be considered a 
portrait on its own cultural terms, even though we may find it difficult to 
read the same image as a portrait through the lens of our own culture and art 
history. 
The critical personalizing factor in African portraiture is "naming." 
According to one author, the name is an integral part of an individual's 
personality in West Africa and the exchange of names in certain circumstances 
is equivalent to the exchange of blood in sealing a pact (Halas, 1953: 77). 
L, V. Thomas in his essay, "Speech and the Person or the Power of Naming" (Le 
verbe et la personne ou la puissance du nom) in Black Africa, develops the 
theme that the first name in particular portrays the individual and reveals 
his essential being (1973: 397). Consider naming practices among the Yoruba 
of Nigeria, for example. The traditional Yoruba will bear several names, the 
recitation of which gives his personal history: a birth-name (oruko) 
commenting on the circumstances surrounding his birth; a totem-name (orile) 
fixing his lineage and occupation, and praise-names (oriki) which elaborate 
upon personal attributes and accomplishments (Johnson, 1921/1969: 79-89). 
Among the Kongo of Zaire - to look at a second example - a baby is merely a 
"stomach-that-works" until the family, persuaded that the baby will survive, 
welcome it into the human community by giving the child a name in the second 
or third month of Life. Kongo naming practices, like those of the Yoruba 
mentioned above, place an individual and give him historical reality; names 
acquired through life link him to circumstances surrounding bis birth (bis 
becoming) and to bis forebears, as well as chart bis progress through life 
(Balandier, 1868: 227-228). Given the significance of naming in African 
culture, it comes as no surprise that among the northern Edo of Nigeria, for 
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example, a woman's name will not be transferred to the mask intended to 
commemorate her until she actually dies even though it is performed before her 
death (Borgat.ti, 1979). Nor should it be surprising that Egyptian funerary 
images are identified in a critical fashion by naming, that is, by inscription 
- and that the inscribed name is so crucial to the figure 1 s identity that a 
change in transcription, despite the appearance of the image, alters the 
figure's identity (Breckenridge, 1968: 42). In Africa, a man's po~trait, by 
any other man's name, is not his portrait. -
In the traditional arts of sub-Saharan Africa, depiction of humans ranges 
from the highly naturalistic as in the images of bound slaves from Ife 
(Willett, 1967: color plates IV, V, VI), bronzes dating to the twelfth century 
A.D.,7 to the extremely conventionalized as in nineteenth- century 
commemorative bronzes from Benin (Willett, 1971: plate 8). However, much 
African sculpture is far from being non-naturalistic in its representation of 
the human figure even though it is subject to the bounds of convention and 
style. Indeed, the features of sculpted figures tend to correlate strongly 
with the physiognomies and physical features of individuals from the specific 
ethnic groups portrayed, because 
artists abstract from the physical 
types which surround them. 8 As a 
corollary to this notion that 
African art looks like Africans, it 
should be noted that elements of 
coiffure or personal decoration 
which seem fanciful to the Western 
eye are usually drawn from life.9 
Before surveying portraiture in 
African art, it would be instructive 
to look at two examples ~f represen-
tation within the Yoruba tradition 
in order to establish the nature of 
a faithfully constructed "relational 
model" (Gombrich, 1972: 90) in a 
particular society with its own 
visual language. The Yoruba of 
Nigeria commemorates deceased twins 
with images (see Plate 2). , One 
form which they take is sculptural -
a conventionalized human figure, 
diminutive in size but with adult 
features and sexual characteristics. 
The sculptor personalizes the image 
through indicating the sex, the 
lineage and the scarification marks 
of the deceased. The literature 
suggests that these images are 
referred to by name (Houlberg 
1973), and specifies that they are 
treated like living children 
carried to market, fed, dressed, 
bathed, and given · gifts (Houlberg, 
1973; Thompson, 1971). They 
unquestionably represent particular 
individuals. A contemporary form 
Plate 2. 
(Ibeii). 
Commemorative figures for twins 
Nigeria. Yoruba. 
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of memorial image - first documented and published by Houlberg (1973) - is 
photographic. Twins may be photographed and the photographs used as memorials 
if they die as children, or in the case of one twin predeceasing the other, 
the living twin may be photographed and the image printed twice to portray the 
pair. The same care is lavished on the photographs - offerings placed on a 
table in front of •.them - as on the sculpted images. The translation of the 
sculptural image into a photographic one, the conventionalized image into a 
literally representational one, should focus our attention on the intent of 
the Yoruba to portray a specific individual within the idiom of their 
traditional visual language, for the two images are functionally equivalent. 
The second phenomenon of representation to be considered is a portrait of 
Queen Victoria, (see Plate 3) one of a series carved by Yoruba sculptors based 
on the official 1887 Jubilee portrait. This portrait shows the queen in 
profile, and other than the technical difficulty which the artist had in 
translating a two-dimensional image into one which was three-dimensional, be 
achieved a representation of. the queen as an honored and important individual 
within Yoruba conventions of repre-
sentation and canons of aesthetics. 
Although recognizable, the sculpture 
is not a literal representation. 
Both the queen's head and the hand 
holding the fan have been drama-
tized, being larger in relation to 
the rest of the body than would be 
the case in a more literally natu-
ralistic image. In Yoruba belief, 
a person's ancestral guardian soul, 
intelligence, luck, and destiny are 
all associated with the head, and 
the head is characteristically dis-
proportionately large in Yoruba 
sculpture. The queen I s fan is seen 
as an emblem of rank, comparable to 
the traditional ruler's flywhisk 
its importance again signalled by 
size. The artist has further 
idealized the image of Queen 
Victoria according to Yoruba 
aesthetic canons which indicate 
that a representation honoring an 
individual should be neither too 
abstract nor too realistic, neither 
too youthful nor too elderly in 
appearance. The carver, termed the 
Queen Victoria Master, has smoothed 
the queen's wrinkles, firmed her 
jawline, and regularized her 
features according to these canons 
(Thompson, 1973; 1974; Lawal, 1974). 
African portraiture, like 
Western portraiture, includes a 
variety of images which range from 
those based on the human figure to 
those which are· more symbolic in 
Plate 3. Portrait of Queen Victoria. 
Nigeria. Yoruba. 
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nature. Because African portraiture has not been treated extensively in the 
literature, it should be noted that both formal and informal representations 
of individuals occur in African art. Formal portraits are named, and the 
representation of a specific individual is the key function of the image. 
Informal portraits are not named and are therefore more difficult to document, 
but occur when an artist uses a model for aesthetic reasons only. 
Our brief survey of portraiture in African art begins in Nigeria,in the 
Yoruba city of Owo. Here funerary images for deceased queen mothers figure in 
court tradition, documented during the nineteenth and .twentieth centuries 
(Willett, 1966). Carved in wood, these images have naturalistically rendered 
facial features which are said to resemble in a literal, if idealized, fashion 
those of the deceased. Such figures were used as surrogate corpses in the 
elaborate funeral ceremonies accorded a queen mother. One image (Wiliett, 
1967: plate 2) has remained in existence because - it is said - the likeness 
to queen Olashubude (d. 1944) was not sufficient and her son had a second 
image carved which was properly buried. This figure was kept on display at 
the Owo Palace Museum until 1974 
when it was stolen. The commemora-
tive figures when displayed and 
subsequently buried were elaborately 
dressed in the clothing of the 
deceased, adding considerably to 
their verisimilitude. 
On the basis of this tradition 
at Owo, it has been hypothesized 
that the bronze and terracotta 
heads from the city of Ife (see 
Plate 4), some hundred miles to the 
west, were ·also used in funerary 
ritual. The Yoruba consider the 
cityof Ife to be the traditional 
center of the universe, and during 
the course of the last 900 years, 
Owo bas been tributary to Ife from 
time to time.9 
Several caches of almost 
life-size bronze and terracotta 
heads have come to light since an 
initial group was discovered in Ife 
in the 1930's during house reno-
vations, and at sites subsequently 
excavated. The heads appear to be 
idealized portraits of male and 
female royalty, the heads of queens 
. identified in at least some 
instances by crowns and coiffures 
comparable to those worn by royal 
women in Ife and the surrounding 
area during the last century. 
Excavated terracotta heads found in 
association with organic material 
have been dated by carbon-14 
Plate 4. Terra Cotta Head 
Nigeria. Yoruba. Ife (12th century). 
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processes to the twelfth •Century A.D. (Willett, n.d. 366-367). The bronze 
heads - by stylistic analogy - are considered to be of the same period. 
A number of bronze heads are perforated at the hairline, around the mouth, 
and at the neck - presumably for the attachment of regalia and hair. The 
piercing at the neck suggests the heads were attached to bodies of some kind, 
possibly wooden bodies like those found at Owo. The prevailing hypothesis is 
that the life-sized or almost life-sized figures were used in funerary ritual 
comparable to that at Owo, the bodies buried but the heads preserved in 
memorial shrines - a practice consistent with site data as well as with the 
use of commemorative sculpture in other West African kingdoms (Willett, 1966; 
1967:130-131). Such heads have not been used in Ife within living memory, and 
the existence of the bronzes was virtually unknown until they were discovered 
by accident. The hypothesis is based on the notion that the tradition found 
at Owo is a provincial manifestation in wood of a tradition utilizing bronze 
found at Ife, the center of the Empire. Although the tradition was 
discontinued at Ife for reasons we don't understand but which seem to be 
linked tci shifts in power within the Yoruba world, it persisted in the more 
remote outlying center of Owo. 
Among the Akan peoples of Ghana 
and Ivory Coast, 10 a tradition of 
connnemorative portraiture for 
important deceased individuals 
exists as well (see Plate 5), 
traceable in an unbroken sequence 
from the seventeenth century to the 
present. Akan commemorative 
portraiture ranges from the highly 
schematized to the naturalistic, 
the difference re}ating to regional 
style rather than to historical 
style development (Sieber, 1972; 
Cole & Ross, 1977: 117-129). 
In Akan portraiture, a 
schematic representation of the 
bead in disk form, set on an angle 
on a neck which is rendered as a 
series of ridges or rings summarily· 
states Akan canons of ideal human 
form: an ovoid bead with a wide 
forehead, posture which is regal, 
and a lined neck the marks of 
beauty and prosperity brought into 
focus in sculpture by stylization 
as rings.11 The sculpture is 
personalized by details of 
coiffure, scarification, and body 
ornament which pertain to the 
deceased specifically. Some of 
these portrait sculptures form the 
lids of vessels, and the vessels 
themselves are ornamented with 
motifs which are interpreted 
proverbially the proverbs 
Plate S. Funerary Terra Cotta with 
Portrait Lid. Ghana. Akan (Kwahu). 
specifically 
deceased's 
achievements 
addressed to 
characters 
(Sieber, 1972). 
the 
or 
In Cameroon, a tradition of 
portrait sculpture also occurs in 
association with the aristocracy 
(see Plate 6). However, as Susan 
Rudy points out in her essay on 
royal sculpture, the Grasslands' 
sculptor does not attempt a highly 
individualized rendering of human 
features, even within the portrait 
mode; there is rather "a generalized 
realism within the canons of local 
style" (1972: 126). Among the 
Bamileke, for example, a newly 
installed chief commissions a 
portrait of himself and another of 
the mother of his first daughter 
(Lecoq, 1953: 117). In the Batufam 
area, several generations of rulers 
and their wives and retainers are 
represented on fa-.ade sculpture, 
forming a sort of courtly tableau 
on permanent display (Rudy, 1972: 
125).12 However difficult we may 
find it to see these Bamileke images 
as portraits, the Grasslands people 
refer to them as portraits, as 
depictions of specific individuals, 
and treat them accordingly (Rudy, 
1972: 126). 
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In central Africa, the Kongo, Plate 6. Seated Chief 
the Bembe, the Kuba, and the Luba- Cameroon. Bamileke. Bakowen Chiefdom. 
Hemba all utilize portraiture within 
leadership contexts. In all 
instances, the sculptures are named portraits, and in both Kongo and Kuba 
situations, carved well before the death of the monarch. The Kongo 
royal portrait functioned as a surrogate for the monarch, left in the capitol 
as a focal point for the court when the king was forced to travel, and then 
used as a memorial after his death. These portraits, in wood or stone, are 
highly conventionalized images identifiable by their royal attributes. Royals 
are depicted seated cross-legged on a dais or throne and wearing specific 
items of regalia. Soapstone images· of this type were first mentioned in the 
correspondence of Affonso I in the early sixteenth century, images being sent 
to Rome in the late seventeenth century as gifts to the Pope from the convert 
kings (Balandier, 1968: 235). Among the Bembe, figures in wood and stuffed 
cloth were individualized by naming and through bearing the same elaborate 
scarification patterns as the deceased. Both wood and cloth images also 
functioned as reliquaries, containing pieces of bone, hair, or clothing 
belonging to the individual represented (Lehuard, 1972). 
The Kuba portraits all bear the names of 
Shamba Bolongongo, who reigned early in 
deceased kings, beginning with 
the seventeenth century, and 
continuing to the present (see 
Plate 7). Each portrait is "named" 
by an iconographic device asso-
ciated with the subject and carved 
in full relief in front of the dais 
on which the figure is seated. We 
recognize the seventeenth-century 
Shamba Bolongonso by his gameboard, 
the twentieth-century king Bope 
Kena by his carved cup. In terms 
of current usage and belief, the 
figure houses the king's double 
the counterpart of his soul - during 
his lifetime and serves as a 
memorial after his death since Kuba 
religious practice does not include 
an ancestral cult (Vansina, 1972: 
44-45). Al though the sculptures 
themselves present a complex art 
historical problem (Rosenwald, 
1974),13 the Kuba insist that the 
statues are portraits and claim 
that the king must be present 
during ·the carving of the image 
(Vansina, 1972: 44). 
Among the Hemba of Zaire, 
important men are memorialized 
through sculpted portraits (see 
Plate 8). According to Neyt and De 
Stryker, the Hemba sculptor works 
from a model in making the figure, 
either the individual who will be 
commemorated or a living relative 
if the sculpture is made post-
humously. Even though the body and 
posture of this type of sculpture 
are conventionalized, the face 
reflects the individuality of the sitter, 
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Plate 7. Royal Portrait: Born Bosh 
Zaire. Kuba. 
making each one unique (1972: 14). 
The examples of royal portraiture thus far cited make it clear that 
literal physical likeness is not the key criterion for portraiture in the 
African context. Rather, the significant factor is naming. Contrasting with 
formal or named portraits, all of which are linked to status and commemor-
ation, informal portraits also occur in which the artist uses his own face or 
a face which pleases him as the model for a piece of sculpture. In informal 
African portraiture, the representational aspect of the sculpture is 
irrelevant to the ultimate function of the piece and the images are not 
named. Eberhardt Fischer (1970) documented informal portraiture among the Dan 
peoples of Ivory Coast and Liberia. He devised a study to test the hypothesis 
that artists unconsciously use the proportions of their own faces when making 
figural representations.14 He discovered that Dan artists carving face 
masks consciously and specifically use the proportions of their own faces, 
using rough hand measurements as guides for the contours of the face and 
placement of features. Fischer illustrates this research with a series of 
photographs of carvers holding masks they have carved to demonstrate the 
likeness achieved. When sculpting 
female images, Dan carvers also use 
the faces of specific women as 
models faces which please them 
because of the regularity of the 
features or the quality of expres-
sion. Willett illustrates the head 
of a spoon carved by the Dan carver 
Tompieme, and his daughter whom it 
portrays (1971: fig. 208 - photo-
graph by Hans Himmelheber). Although 
the spoon handle was made as a 
likeness of the artist's dau.ghter, 
it is clear that the artist has 
generalized the girl's features and 
simplified her coiffure in the 
interests. of art. 
Himmelheber (1939) documented a 
similar tradition of informal 
portraiture among the Chokwe of 
Angola in central Africa. Chokwe 
carvers claim to base their rendi-
tions of the "beautiful maiden" 
mask on the faces of local beauties. 
At least in some cases, their claim 
rests on a literal truth. According 
to Himmelheber, an artist, after 
securing the permission of the 
subject's male relatives, will ini-
tiate a conversation with the woman 
and because convention forbids 
direct talk between men and women 
about the manufacture of masks - he 
will lead the conversation in a 
direction which permits him to ask 
the woman a series of questions 
which in turn allow him to measure 
Plate 8. 
Zaire. 
Portrait 
Hemba. 
her features. Thus· he provides himself with 
faithful relational model" - as Gombrich put it. 
the means 
10 
for cons true ting "a 
The portrait traditions considered thus far have all been based on 
anthropomorphic representations, however conventionalized the human body. 
Other portrait traditions occur in sub-Saharan Africa as well. These are 
perhaps best described as being in the post-perceptual mode, with the 
personality of the subject evoked through the manipulation of non-traditional 
media (in Western art historical terms) or the clustering of artifacts. For 
example, a number of ancestral representations appear in Nigeria featuring 
non-anthropomorphic characterizations based on the shroud a classic 
"ghost." Their distribution cuts across ethnic lines, and the ghost is 
elaborated visually in various ways. In at least two instances, the ancestral 
representation is specified - becoming a portrait. Among the Yoruba, skilled 
performers mimic the voice and gestures of the deceased, creating a 
multi-media personification of the individual returned from the land of the 
dead (Bascom, 1969: 95). Among another ethnic group, the cloth sack or 
shroud also commemorates individual deceased men. Among the Eda-speaking 
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Okpella, Dead Fathers return annually to celebrate with their living king the 
completion of rituals associated with purifying the community for the new year 
(see Plate 9). Individual Dead Fathers are greeted by nar.1e as they visit 
friends and relatives in a public arena - the particular form of greeting 
being the one used for someone who has been absent for a long time. The 
shades themselves do not speak. Their presence is sufficient. They exist. 
They live on. It is difficult to convey the level of reality which these 
figures have in their own communities. One can only say that it is very 
moving to witness the interaction between the elderly men and their deceased 
companions whom they will soon join. 
A corollary tradition, albeit 
an anthropomorphic one, among these 
people deserves some comment. 
·Here, women may acquire through 
economic means the right and 
privilege of being commemorated in 
mask form (Borgatti, 1979). One 
woman joyously dancing beside the 
mask which would commemorate her 
after her death responded to 
questions about her particular 
interest in this institution. She 
said: I have no children. My only 
child died as a child. I have no 
one to remember me when I die. I 
have bad to work bard to earn the 
respect of neighbors and complete 
the rituals associated with Dead 
Mothers. I have bad my own mask 
made. When I am dead, the elders 
will bring my mask to the playing 
ground. When it dances, cbildrep 
will watch it with wonder and they 
will ask: Who is this with the face 
so fine? Who is this who dances so 
well? Adults will answer with my 
name, and thus my name will be 
remembered (Acbetu Saladi, 
Afokpella-Okpella, April 25, 
1973). Iyawo Obamina quoted 
earlier put it a bit more 
succinctly when she said that the 
masks gave the women history. 
Returning to the "post-
perceptual" mode, we find that the 
Plate 9. Dead Father 
Nigeria. Okpella. 
symbolic or attribute portrait provides a rich area for investigation in 
sub-Saharan African art. An especially interesting form of symbolic portrait 
occurs among the Fon of The Republic of Benin (formerly Dahomey) who not only 
make almost life-size sculpted portraits in wood of the king in the guise of 
bis animal avatar an allegorical portrait not dissimilar to Horatio 
Greenougb's portrait of George Washington as a Roman senator - but who render 
the images of their kings in cloth appliqu~ through allusive references to his 
name or exploits associated with \,is reign. The name may be spelled out in 
images rebus fashion as in the case of Ouegbadja (1645- 1685) represented in 
the ancestral 
gallery by a 
fish, net, and 
hoe. The names 
of the images 
(oue = fish, gbe 
=to refuse, adja 
= net) spell out 
the king's name 
while referring 
to a proverb 
alluding to an 
incident asso-
ciated with 
Quegbadja's suc-
cession. The hoe 
stands for 
knobbed hoe used 
as a weapon by 
the warlike Fon 
(Adams, 1980: 
38). Alterna-
12 
tively, a king 
may be depicted 
by an image which 
calls to mind his 
Plate 10. Wall-hanging 
his conquest of Whydah. 
Fon. 
devoted to early Fon king Agaja and 
Peoples Republic of Benin (Dahomey). 
most important accomplishments, as in the case of Agadja represented by a 
European ship which reminds us that he was the first king of Abomey to extend 
the boundaries of the kingdom to the coast, giving his country an outlet to 
the sea, and thus access to the rich trade with the Europeans (Adams, 1980: 
36). M.J. Adams (following Mercier and Lombard, 1959) provides us with an 
exegesis of a complicated hanging honoring Agadja and which features as its 
central motif a sailing_ship: (see Plate 10) 
The surrounding smaller figures can be read in clusters 
that allude to real events and symbolic statements about 
the king. At the top of the hanging, the sun, the waxing 
moon, and the stars attest to the presence of powerful 
forces in all royal matters. on the right, below the 
fighting soldiers, the head of the vanquished king of 
Whydah, Houffon, rests in a calabash, his body lying 
horizontally below a woman bending over. This simple 
female figure represents a key moment in Agadj a' s 
vie tory. She is a servant of princess Nagaueze, daughter 
of Agadja, who, as a ruse, was given in marriage to 
Houffon. The servant is shown in the act of wetting the 
cannon powder, destroying the arsenal of her unfortunate 
master. Agadja, who knew he could not conquer Whydah by 
force of arms, had simulated an alliance with Houffon by 
marrying his daughter to him so that he could undermine 
enemy defenses •••• In the lower right hand corner, a hyena 
is said to be chasing the antelopes, an allegorical image 
of the destiny of Agadja as a predator. In the upper left 
corner, a hunter with an axe breaks a termite hill 
inhabited by snakes, the hunter being Agadja himself, who 
was obliged to fight without firearms and was nevertheless 
/ 
able to destroy the better-armed enemy kingdom. Next to 
that scene, a monkey cuts a branch of a sorghum plant, and 
below, a frog witnesses the daily meal of the crocodile. 
These scenes signify that in order to live, the king, like 
these animals is obliged to pillage the goods of others 
and to destroy adversaries. At the bottom is the 
stool-throne oi' Agadja flanked by his saber and axe-shaped 
court staff (recade), and to the right a Fon warrior pulls 
on the entrails of his victim. The leopard and the ship 
stand for kingly power. (1980: 36). 
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Another particularly interesting tradition of portraiture which may be 
described as being in the post-perceptual mode like Antin's attribute 
portraits mentioned alone is a Black American memorial form - documentably 
African in its roots. In the Black American traditions, goods of value and 
importance to the deceased were placed on top of the grave evoking in a most 
poignant way the person's image, personality, and historylS __ the very 
issues confronted in the African naming process. Antin's portraits likewise 
evoke the personality or the image of their subjects by a clustering of 
artifacts - without the intensity of personal emotional involvement but with 
the harsh clarity of objectivity. 
To both conclude and summarize in both the Western and African 
traditions, portraiture evidences a significant degree of formal latitude. 
Visual weight rests on the representational image in the West, however, and on 
a generalized one in Africa. The critical factor in the African context is 
the transfer of the individual's name to the portrait - a transfer which 
renders the image far more potent as a representation of that individual than 
any mere likeness. ·Indeed, it gives the image a level of reality which 
Westerners find difficult to comprehend. 
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FOOTNOTES 
1 This paper grows out of a lecture originally given in the context of 
the Outreach Program of the Center for African Studies at the University of 
Florida· where I was v1s1t1ng assistant professor of African art from 
1976-1978. It developed its present form under the auspices of the Art History 
Depar.tment at the Univer.sity of Pennsylvania which asked me to lecture on some 
aspect of African art during my tenure at Penn as a Mellon Fellow (academic 
year 1979-1980). 
2 See the following illustrations of portraits by Picasso in William 
Rubin, ed., Pablo Picasso: A Retrospective (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 
1980): Woman' with Pears (Fernande) 1909, p. 133; Girl with Mandolin (Fanny 
Tellier) 1910, p. 137; Portrait of Henry Kahnweiler, 1910, p. 142; Head of 
Guillaume Apollinaire, 1913, p. 152; Dora Maar Seated, 1937, p. 304; Woman 
Seated (Marie Therese Walter) 1937, p. 336; Dora Maar Sitting, 1939, p. 363; 
Francoise as the Sun, 1946. p. 383; Woman Flower (Francoise Gilot), 1946, 
p.394. 
3 I am indebted to Dr. Richard Shiff, Department of Art History, 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, also a Mellon Fellow at Penn 
(1979-1980) for calling Arthur Dove's work to my attention. 
4 See Breckenridge, 1968; Debs, 1975; Jenkins, 1947; and Saisselin, 
1963, as examples. 
5 Verism may be defined as the rigid adherence to physical reality in 
representation in art or literature. 
6 In "Objectivity and the Shrinking Self," Steinberg (1967) comments on 
the Western scholar's traditional assumption that multiple interpretations for 
a single image or feature are self-defeating, noting that "two meanings are 
fairly safe, given the tradition of typological exegesis. But if meanings 
multiply, even though they should all seem equally plausible and equally 
compatible with a given appearance, then it is advisable to settle on one 
alone or on one analogical pair. For three or four meanings cannot be right 
at the same time" - if our model of, "rightness" derives from classical 
mechanics, or logic, with its particular conceptions of truth (320). 
7 A comparison of the lively rendition of animals and some lower-status 
individuals with the more conventionalized and idealized images of royalty in 
the Ife corpus suggests that constraints operated upon the artist in his 
depiction of royalty - a suggestion reinforced certainly by what we know of 
contemporary Yoruba aesthetics. 
8 Particularly good compaartive examples may be found in Willett, 1971: 
plates 209-210 (Yoruba), in Thompson, 1974: plate 211 (Ejagham/Ekoi). 
9 In the following examples, the representation of hairstyle or regalia 
in sculpture is clear: Himmelheber, 1960: plate 53 (Senufo), Joseph, 1978: 
cover photo (Mangbetu), Willett, 1971: plates 88 and 89 (Edo). The reflection 
of physical types in the sculpture may also be observed in these illustrations. 
lO Akan is a culture designation comparable to European in that it 
subsumes""anumber of different ethnic or national groups. 
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ll See Antubam for a more detailed account of Akan body aesthetics. 
12 Anthropologist Robert Brain who has carried out research among the 
Bamileke and related peoples incorporates an interesting vignette in a novel 
set in the Bangwa area: "Wandering about behind the great hall before lunch I 
found the chief 'sitting for his portrait', of all things! In fact he was 
sitting on a small carved stool, wearing a shoulder-to-wrist ivory bracelet 
and holding a buffalo drinking~horn, a fine bat on his head and a skimpy cloth 
around bis loins, while a young man worked away at an almost completed statue, 
which depicted the old man in these accoutrements, attempting a likeness of 
his feature" (1977: 105). 
l3 The art historical problem constituted by the figures centers on five 
of the twenty-two extant examples. These five, ostensibly dating over a 
period of 150 years (1630-1785) are so similar stylistically that they must 
have been carved by a single hand. Kuba traditions indicate that royal 
portraits were first made under the aegis of the' early 17th century king 
Shamba Bolongongo. It has been argued that the portraits took on greater 
significance during the reign of the late eighteenth-century king Kata Mbula 
when the abolition of the national spirit cult transferred importance to the 
living king and bis predecessors. To account for the stylistic similarity of 
the five statues covering the period betwen these two reigns, it has been 
suggested that Kata Mbula had replacements made for the statues of his 
predecessors at the same time as his own was carved. 
Rosenwald offers the more radical and to my mind more plausible 
explanation based on historical and stylistic evidence that these five statues 
and the tradition they represent actually date from the reign of Kata Mbula 
(not that of Shamba Bolongongo) in the late 18th century. At this time 
religious changes reinforced the authority of the king. Rosenwald suggests 
that this increased prestige was materially expressed in the portrait 
sculpture. To include the portraits of the most famous and immediate of 
Kata's predecessors would have added to bis own importance and lent the cloak 
of age and respectability to his innovation (Rosenwald, 1974: 31). 
14 Gombrich (1972) notes the obtrusion of the artist's own likeness into 
portraits, citing specifically examples from the work of Sir Thomas Lawrence 
and 0skar Kokoschka. With regard to the former, the daughter of Wilhelm von 
Humboldt, Prussian ambassador to England, commented on the 1828 portrait of 
her father by Lawrence saying that the upper part of the face, forehead, eyes, 
and nose, were much better than the lower half which was much too round and 
rosy, resembling Lawrence - as, she noted, did all his portraits (p. 40). 
With regard to the latter, Gombrich notes that Kokoschka' s self-portraits 
testify to his grasp of his own essential features, the face with its long 
distance between nose and chin. Many of Kokoschka's heads have these 
proportions including his impressive portrait of Thomas Masaryk whose 
photographs show a different relationship between upper and lower half of the 
face (p. 41). Gombricb illustrates photographs of Kokoschka, Masaryk, and 
Kokoscbka's portrait of Masaryk to prove his point (1972: figs. 32, 33, 34). 
15 See the "Grave of Hackless Jenkins" illustrated in D. Ulmann, The 
Darkness and the Light (Millerton, NY: Aperture, 1974). 
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1. Portrait of Mlle. Pogany, 
Brancusi 
LIST OF PLATES 
After sculpture in the Philadelphia Museum of Art given by 
Mrs. Rodolphe M. de Schauensee. 
2. Comn~morative figures for twins (Ibeji), Nigeria. Yoruba. 
After Thompson, 1974: p, 67, plates A-1 and A-2, 
3. Portrait of Queen Victoria, Nigeria. Yoruba, 
After sculpture in the Museum of Cultural History, UCLA 
(Wellcome Collection). 
4. Terra Cotta Head, Nigeria. Yoruba. Ife, (12th century), 
After Wellett, 1967: Plate VII. 
5. Funerary Terra Cotta with Portrait Lid, Ghana, Akan (Kwahu). 
After Sieber, 1972: figure 10,1, 
6. Seated Chief, Cameroon. Bamileke. Bakowen Chiefdom, 
Ater Rudy, 1972: figure 7.1. 
7. Royal Portrait: Bom Bosh, Zaire. Kuba. 
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After sculpture in the Brooklyn Museum acquired through the offices 
of Mr.and Mrs. Robert E. Blum, Mr. and Mrs. Alastair B. Martin and 
Mr. and Mrs. Donald B. Oenslager, And the Mrs. Florence E. Blum Fund. 
8. Portrait, Zaire. Hemba. 
9. 
After sculpture in the Museum fur Volkerkunde, Berlin. 
Dead Father, Nigeria. 
After Borgatti, 1976: 
Okpella. 
plate 
10. Wall-hanging devoted to early Fon king Agadja and his conquest of 
Whydah. Peoples Republic of Benin (Dahomey). Fon. 
After Adama, 1980: plate 9. 
Line Drawings by Priscilla B. Hinkley. 
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